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CAN ANYBODY BE PERFECT?
A True Christian Is Ever Moving Upward, Pressing at
the Frontiers of Faith, Love, and Spiritual Insight

by Norval F. Pease
Several years ago someone mailed the following request
to the religion column of a California newspaper:
"There is a passage in the Bible that asks Christians
to be perfect. It is my contention that it is impossible for
anyone to live a perfect life. Please give your opinion."
Many Christians puzzle over the problem that was posed
by the writer of this letter. They are conscientious; they
want to do right; they pray, they work, they worship; but
then someone confronts them with the text that says, "Be
ye therefore perfect." In their hearts, they know that they
are far from perfect. Sometimes they are impatient; sometimes they are immature; sometimes they are selfish; sometimes they think wrong thoughts. A conflict arises between

what they know they are and what they know they should
be. What are the results?
Some give up. They say, "This isn't for me." Some muddle along, hoping and fearing—gambling that things will
eventually turn out all right. Some break down emotionally.
Some fool themselves, like the woman who said to Spurgeon, "I have not sinned for some time." "You must be
very proud of yourself," Spurgeon replied. "Indeed I am!"
she answered.
There are four scriptures that have a bearing on this
question. The first is found in Paul's epistle to the Ephesians,
chapter 4, verses 11-15.
"And He gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and
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some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; for the
perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for
the edifying of the body of Christ: till we all come in the
unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of
God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of
the fullness of Christ: that we henceforth be no more children, tossed to and fro, and carried about with every wind
of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness,
whereby they lie in wait to deceive; but speaking the truth
in love, may grow up into Him in all things, which is the
head, even Christ."
This Scripure tells us that the gifts of the Spirit are
bestowed for the purpose of perfecting the members of the
church; and "perfecting" is explained as a process of maturing whereby spiritual children are made to grow up until
they reach the stature of Christ. Perfection, in this text,
describes a process of growth, brought about by the working of the Spirit of God through His chosen servants. Perfection, thus, is not a state one reaches beyond which he
can progress no farther; but it is a process of development
toward a certain ideal, "the stature of the fullness of Christ."
It is synonymous with spiritual maturation. A "perfect," or
maturing, Christian is a person who is all God expects him
to be at a given time, considering his background, his
limitations, his experience, his age, his humanity.
Our heavenly Father knows our level of intelligence, our
congenital weaknesses, our backgrounds, our limitations.
Like a parent who accepts and guides his child through the
long process of "growing up," so God sees us, not as we
are, but as we will be when the processes of Divine discipline have been completed. God will guide us during every
step of the process of growth—if we will let Him.
The second of our four scriptures is found in Paul's
epistle to the Philippians, chapter 3, verses 12-16:
"Not as though I had already attained, either were
already perfect: but I follow after, if that I may apprehend
that for which also I am apprehended of Christ Jesus.
Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but
this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are
behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are
before, I press toward the mark for the prize of the high
calling of God in Christ Jesus. Let us therefore, as many as
be perfect, be thus minded: and if in anything ye be otherwise minded, God shall reveal even this unto you. Nevertheless, whereto we have already attained, let us walk by
the same rule, let us mind the same thing."
In verse 12 of this text, Paul says in effect, "I am not
perfect." He goes on to explain that he is leaving the past
behind, pressing forward toward a high ideal, "the high
calling of God in Christ Jesus." Does he reverse himself in
verse 15 where he says, "Let us therefore, as many as be
perfect"? No, the tense of the verb in the Greek makes it
plain that he is actually saying, "as many as be in the
process of becoming perfect," or, "as many as be maturing."
Paul is claiming progress, not static perfection. He is saying, "I'm not perfect, but I'm on my way!"
This text teaches us that perfection is a process comparable to learning. We watch our little children enter their
classrooms on the first day of school. We share their struggles and their satisfactions as they experience the turbulent
years of high school life. They march down the aisle and
receive a diploma. We share their pride of accomplishment,
14
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but they have far yet to go. Through the increasing years
of college and graduate school many of them acquire new
skills and master new disciplines; but even when they hold
the most advanced degrees in their hands, they still have
only begun. All through life they must continue learning
and achieving if they are not to be left behind in the race
of progress.
As the scholar is always pressing at the frontiers of
knowledge, so the Christian is always pressing at the
frontiers of faith, love, and spiritual insight.
The third text of our series is a very brief one-1 John
2:1:
"My little children, these things write I unto you, that
ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have an advocate with
the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous."
God's standard is sinlessness. Would we want it any
lower? Would we expect God to be satisfied with sinful
imperfection? God has made provision, through Christ, that
His children may be honest, pure, unselfish, Christlike. He
paid a tremendous price in order that such a provision
might be made.
But this is not all. The same God who paid such a price
to make possible man's success also paid the same price to
provide an advocate in case of his failure. Through the
righteousness of Christ, He ordained that His children
might be accepted as spotless.
But we have not yet faced the question posed in our
fourth text—Matthew 5:48. "Be ye therefore perfect, even
as your Father which is in heaven is perfect." You will
recall the question regarding perfection asked of the religious editor of the newspaper. The editor's reply mentioned our text:
"The passage is in the Sermon on the Mount. . . . I agree
that perfection is a well-nigh unattainable goal. But can
you think of any lesser goal worth striving for? In the
Judeo-Christian faith there is no worthy choice but to seek
to live a perfect life. You will fall short, but if you set your
sights on anything less, you will miss what is expected of
you."
Does this writer mean that Christ was mocking us—
that He asked us to do the impossible, and that our Christian faith is a matter of constantly trying and failing to
meet the demands of our Lord? Such an experience would
be most frustrating. Surely, Matthew 5:48 must have a
different meaning from this. As in many other cases, the
answer is found in studying the text in its context. Verses
43-48 read as follows:
"Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love
thy neighbor, and hate thine enemy. But I say unto you,
Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to
them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully
use you, and persecute you; that ye may be the children
of your Father which is in heaven: for He maketh His sun
to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the
just and on the unjust. For if ye love them which love you,
what reward have ye? do not even the publicans the same?
And if ye salute your brethren only, what do ye more than
others? do not even the publicans so? Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect."
In its entirety, what does this passage say? In outline
form the meaning of the passage might be stated thus:
(Continued on page 30)

watched the gardens grow. The work in that area had
started from scratch, but good progress was being made,
and the local people warmly gave us a sense of belonging.
To have to wrench up one's roots in a few hours was an
overwhelming shock.
For perhaps the only time in my life, I wept openly
and without shame. Kofi, my faithful boy, never left my
side, but worked with me on the necessary packing. As
fresh floods of tears would come, there was never so much
as a raised eyebrow. His heart was heavy too, for he loved
our two young children devotedly, and this was the end
of a chapter for him. Other members of the household staff
stood always at the ready, their silent attention an expression
of their understanding.
The hour of departure drew near and then, unexpectedly,
there came a visitation. The local people arrived to pay their
parting respects. It seemed as though the whole village
had come to squat around the mission home. They sat on
our back veranda, spilled over onto the steps, around the
kitchen block, and over the compound. As the tide of inevitable chatter mounted, my nerves almost reached the
breaking point.
Appealing to my husband, I begged him, "Why don't
they go home? I just can't think for the distraction. Please
thank them kindly and send them away."
"They're only trying to help," he said. "They know
we're in trouble, so they have come to sit with us. It's their
way of saying that they're sorry."
We looked once more at the friendly faces of these
lovable Ashanti people. How good it was to remember
the countless times their quick understanding of human
nature had afforded us a hearty laugh that had broken the
tension of life in a difficult climate.
At the moment of parting we were given no chance
to grieve over our last look at the mission station. As one by
one the good-byes were said, and appreciation and warmth
enveloped us on all sides, our going was like the beginning
of a triumphal tour. I often look back and marvel how
the sting was suddenly removed—forever.
So often they had come to the mission for counsel and
help, these children of another civilization. Yet on this
occasion, we were the children, and they the wise.
"None of us liveth to himself, and no man dieth to
himself," the apostle Paul said. Certainly not in Ashanti!
"Bear ye one another's burdens," he goes on, "and so
fulfill the law of Christ." Galatians 6:2. In another place he
tells us that "love is the fulfilling of the law." Romans 13:10.
Christ Himself walked abroad in the jungle villages of
Africa, among these simplehearted people who were ever
[END)
ready to bear "another's burden."

The Morality Gap
(Continued from page 16)

overturned and threw one of the women into the water.
The missionary grabbed her with one hand and held
onto a rope with the other until both were pulled ashore.
When finally they were safe on land, everybody shouted,
"Oh, you showed her chye!"
30

Signs of the Times, July, 1967

"What do you mean?" the missionary asked. "Didn't I
show her pang?"
"Oh, no, no," they said. "That's not pang; that's chye!"
"What do you mean?" the missioinary asked again.
"Ah," they said, "in order to help her you were in
mortal danger with her."
Then, like a flash, he said to them, "That's what I've
been trying to tell you all the time. You see, Jesus Christ
in order to rescue us was in mortal danger with us. In fact,
He gave His life that we might have life."
That's how Jesus solves the problem of sin for us. By
throwing Himself into the gap He not only reveals God's
willingness to forgive sins, but makes it possible for the
penitent to receive a new life and thereby to live righteously.
He does it by implanting within man a new nature which
brings his impulses into harmony with the divine will. So
there is no longer a conflict—no longer a gap between
ideals and performance. The carnal mind which was at
enmity with God, and not subject to the law of God, is
transformed by the indwelling presence of Christ. For such
a man it becomes natural to do good—as natural, as someone has said, "as it is for the rosebush to yield its fragrant
bloom, or the vine its purple clusters."
This is God's way of closing the morality gap. This is
what the Bible means when it talks about salvation—at
least one phase of it. This is the good news of the gospel.
Being "born again from above" is the way Jesus spoke of
it; and theology has never found a better term, nor human
[END)
wisdom such an incomparable solution.
[If you would like to study this matter further in the light of
the teachings of the Bible, fill out the coupon on page 33 for our
free Bible-study program.]

Can Anybody Be Perfect?
(Continued from page 14)

Your Father in heaven
makes His sun to rise on the evil and on the good.
Your Father in heaven
sends rain on the just and on the unjust.
But
You
love only those who love you.
You
salute only your brethren.
Therefore
Be like your Father in heaven!
Love your enemies.
Bless them that curse you.
Do good to them that hate you.
Pray for them that misuse you.
This level of Christian maturity is equated to perfection, for the parallel text in Luke 6:36 says, "Be ye
therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful."
Is there any higher standard that can be set before a
Christian than to ask him to love his enemies and be merciful to all men even as God loves His enemies and is merciful to all men? Such a pinnacle can be reached only through

the renewing, converting power of Christ operating within.
What do these Scriptural messages mean to us?
First of all, I am led to realize that God is constantly
at work in my behalf, trying to make me spiritually mature.
He wants me to be saved. Sometimes my spiritual growth
requires sunlight. On other occasions, surgery is necessary;
but whether it be sunlight or surgery, I know that a loving
Father is working in my behalf. Paul revealed this type
of confidence in God when he said, "For I know whom I
have believed, and am persuaded that He is able to keep
that which I have committed unto Him against that day."
2 Timothy 1:12.
Salvation isn't a game of chance. The Christian need not
live in fear lest when he comes to the end of his life he
might be caught with one sin too many. I have every right
to believe that, if my life should end today, my God would
accept me—but if I live another day, the process of perfection will be more complete.
"But," I can hear someone say, "how about that time
when God will say, 'He that is unjust, let him be unjust
still: and he which is filthy, let him be filthy still: and he
that is righteous, let him be righteous still: and he that is
holy, let him be holy still'? Do we not have to be perfect
to stand at that time?" My answer is this: If I live until that
day, God will be just as concerned about my success and
my salvation as He is now. He will have so led me between
now and that day that when it comes I will be able to
stand. He will have performed sufficient soul surgery so that

Brand-New

:Day

by Della Adams Leitner

So many things I have are old,
Some badly worn-out too;
I look around quite longingly
And wish that they were new.
But then there always comes to me
This thought, and so I say,
At least I have with all the world
Each morn a brand-new day.
The hours are clean and fresh and bright,
A gift from God to me,
And even in the tasks assigned
I have the liberty
To fill these hours with lovely thoughts,
With faith and hope and prayer,
Plant seeds of goodness that will grow
And bounteous fruitage bear.

I will have the spiritual health required for such an experience. Those who stand then will do so because of what
the Lord has done for them before that time.
My Lord is able to keep that which I have committed
unto Him against that day as well as against any other day.
I refuse to live in terror of that day, because I trust in God.
His daily miracle of grace, if received daily in faith, will
make me ready for any future and will enable me to be at
peace with God under all circumstances.
This process of perfecting a Christian life may be compared to a child learning to walk. The parent desires that
the child shall eventually walk as he does, but this ambition
is tempered by understanding, mercy, and love. Again and
again the parent picks the child up when he falls, but he
continually rejoices in the child's progress. Only when
progress ceases does the parent become disturbed.
The same principle applies to the church. Someone has
said: "The church is an assembly of imperfect Christians in
the process of being made perfect. It is not an assembly of
perfect scholars, but a school; not a gallery of completed
statues, but an artist's studio where the statues are made;
not a showcase of finished goods, but a factory; not a completed building, but one in the process with the scaffolding
and debris still around it."
Peter is an example of the perfecting work of God. He
was a fisherman, uncouth, profane, impatient. A new force
came into his life—a Master who was calm, godlike, and
patient. This Master took possession of Peter. Things were
never the same with him again. He often made mistakes,
but regardless of how serious they were, his Master never
gave him up. When Peter was an old man, he could say:
"But the God of all grace, who hath called us unto His
eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after that ye have suffered
awhile, make you perfect, stablish, strengthen, settle you."
1 Peter 5:10.
Peter knew what he was talking about. He knew God's
grace. He had answered God's call. He knew Christ. He had
experienced much deep soul surgery. As a result, he grew,
and grew, and grew. Jesus might have let Peter go, but
He didn't. Neither will He let go of you and me. As in the
case of Peter, He sees us, not as we are today, but as we will
be when He is through with the process.
Martin Luther is quoted as saying, "May God of His
mercy preserve me from a church in which there are none
but saints. I desire to dwell with the humble, the feeble, the
sick, who know and feel their sins, and who groan and
cry continually to God from the bottom of their hearts
to obtain His consolation and support."—The Great Controversy, page 191. The glory of the gospel is in the power
of Christ to remake a man,, and in His patience never to
give up. This is per
It is not an unattainable ideal
held before us to discourage us, but an attainable experience in Christ.
Perfection is what happens when a great and loving
God, through Christ, calls a man or woman to follow Him,
forgives his sins, patiently helps him overcome his shortcomings, supplies him with divine grace sufficient for his
needs, lifts him up when he falls, and finally bestows upon
him immortal life.
[END)
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